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ONLINE CONSUMER BEHAVIOUR AND THE IMPLICATIONS FOR THE IRISH 
TOURISM INDUSTRY 
 
Abstract 
 
The purpose of this research paper was to; identify and analyse the Internet behavioural 
processes of Irish tourism consumers, propose a search engine optimisation strategy if 
standardised behavioural patterns are observed thus reducing the commission paid to travel 
intermediaries, identify and analyse the implications of Irish tourism providers’ online 
strategies including the financial cost of the industry’s current Internet positioning strategies 
and assess if a disintermediation strategy is financially viable to the Irish hospitality industry. 
 
Quantitative data was gathered from three main groups. 100 online consumers were mapped 
using observation of their pre-determined offline tourism decisions and their acceptance & 
adoption of the Internet medium. 304 offline consumers were interviewed examining the 
control factors of their online search & decisions and 100 General managers / proprietors in 
the accommodation industry were interviewed by phone and questioned in relation to their 
control factors of the Irish e-tourism industry. 
 
The research was gathered in an attempt to quantify the cost of intermediation to the Irish 
tourism industry and to access if this cost created added value or was an unnecessary expense. 
As well as estimating the total spend by the hospitality industry on travel intermediaries, the 
research noted some interesting observations. Individual consumers searching directly for 
particular hotels, who would normally pay near rack rate, were finding intermediaries and 
incorrectly identifying them as the actual hotel, thus the hotel was paying commission 
because the consumer found the intermediary and not the hotel. The accommodation 
providers interviewed, on average dramatically underestimated the number of intermediaries 
selling their rooms. Some accommodation providers were unaware of the intermediation 
commission rate they were paying and were incorrect in identifying whether they or an 
intermediary were selling their room cheaper online.  
 
Keywords: Online consumer behaviour, Intermediaries, disintermediation 
 
 
 
Introduction 
The Internet is fast becoming the new channel of choice for the tourism industry globally. The 
Irish tourism industry has expanded rapidly as the adoption of the Internet has taken place. 
The anticipated contraction of the global economy as well as the considered overpricing of the 
Irish tourism product means that new and more cost effective mechanisms in relation to 
tourism revenue will have to be explored. This paper examines the online search process of 
Irish e-tourism consumers and roles of online tourism intermediaries and questions their 
contribution to the value chain. The estimated financial costs of intermediaries to the Irish e-
tourism industry are quantified and the disintermediation of the Irish e-tourism is considered. 
  
Pre determined offline decisions 
Without doubt identifying the decisions Irish e-tourism consumers have made prior to their 
online activities allows the industry focus its online content and products. Fresenmaier & Jeng 
(2000) describe travel decision making “as a complex and multi-faceted decision process”. 
Eugenio-Martin (2003) supports and expands on this purporting that, “that tourists face a 5-
stage decision process. Jeng (2000) agrees “Tourists have to make a series of sub-decisions 
besides the travel destination before the actual trip departure”. Fresenmaier et al. (2003) 
agrees stating that “the overall structure of travel decision is hierarchical in that some 
decisions are contingent upon other decisions that have been already made” thus indicating 
there are pre-determined decisions. Fesenmaier & Jeng, (2000) propose that the composite 
group of travel decisions includes the members of the travel group, the date and length of trip, 
the transportation mode, the route, the budget, the destinations, and the activities. Fesenmaier 
& Jeng, (2000) do not however identify the pre-determined decisions and make no reference 
to the Irish context. Whilst pre-determined decisions mostly dictate online search behaviour it 
should be noted that Jupiter Media Metrix (2001) found that 71% of shoppers said their most 
recent online purchase had been previously planned, while 29% said they had been browsing 
when they made their purchase. 
 
Irish e-tourism consumer search and control factors 
“Whoever controls the information, will control the channel”, (Poon, 1993). 56% of Irish 
tourists are first time visitors (Failte Ireland, 2007) to Ireland, and therefore lacking in 
awareness of the Irish tourism product and the majority will search online looking for 
information (Lake, 2001). A study analyzing almost one billion queries on the AltaVista 
search engine showed that in 85% of the cases users only viewed the first screen of results 
(Silverstein et al, 1999). Web user’s habits have not changed much over the years. Another 
study (Spink et al, 2002) compared data on the use of the Excite search engine from 1997, 
1999, and 2001 and found that the average number of pages users view had decreased over 
time implying that consumers are becoming more focused and convenience driven rather that 
search diligence driven. Specific research of an Irish context is very limited. Specific to the 
Irish context Gulliver (2003) stated that 80% of destination research starts on search engines. 
Jupiter Media Metrix (2001) found that for the hotel product 10% of bookers visit one site, 
another 43% visit two or three sites and 22% visit four or more sites. Pan & Fesenmaier 
(2001) carried out a joint phone call and Internet experiment with the Illinois Bureau of 
Tourism and accessed the number of inquires from potential tourists, 85.7% made 1 - 2 
inquiries with a further 11.1% making 3 – 5 inquiries, showing the short and targeted nature 
of tourist information search. Price seems an important issue for e-tourists. The Joint 
Hospitality Industry Congress (2000) found that there is a real expectation among consumers 
that Internet prices will be lower than those in the “bricks and mortar” world. “Almost six out 
of ten leisure travellers now actively seek the lowest possible price” for travel services” 
(Yesawich, Pepperdine & Brown 2000). “94% of users expect competitive prices from online 
travel agencies, (eVOC Insights, 2005). This search seems futile as O’Connor (2002) found 
that many of the majority of the rates being offered over alternative channels were more or 
less the same for the majority of hotels. Higher average spending tourists and their loyalty are 
clearly a target market for Irish e-tourism. Dierkes & Yen (2004) found that households with 
higher incomes are more loyal to “brand specific travel websites for their frequent travel 
programs”. Their online behaviour must be tracked in an attempt to maintain their loyalty. 
eVOC Insights (2005) indicated that even “among Expedia and Travelocity “loyalists”, 40% 
are likely to switch to another site to make a purchase”. Research does however indicate that 
consumers are loyalty driven ahead of convenience. Bogdanovych et al, (2006) found “43% 
book their trips from the same travel agent, while only 29% would go to the closest one. The 
hospitality industry globally operates a price differentiation policy. Single direct reservations 
(generally non price sensitive) pay “rack rate” and groups pay a lower rate. The high margin 
on the single direct reservation makes up for the profit neutral groups. Research by the 
Horwath Worldwide Hotel Industry Studies, indicate that direct reservations fell from 
approximately 39% in 1995 to just 33% in 1999, with the corresponding growth being 
focused exclusively in electronically channels, (O’Connor, 2002). US research indicates that 
these travel intermediaries take between 18% and 30% in commission from all referred e-
tourism consumers (Starkov, & Price, 2005). While this may seem insignificant, an 
intermediary may receive a commission larger than the net profit margin of the business 
owner. Thus should the Internet become intermediated and the main reservation channel of 
choice, the Irish e-tourism industry, which is currently considered an overpriced commodity 
(Millward Brown IMS, 2006) may have to significantly increase its prices to cover these 
intermediation costs. No research exists for the level of intermediation in the Irish e-tourism 
industry. 
 
Irish e-tourism Industry Control Factors  
Fáilte Ireland (2007) estimated that tourism was worth €6.09bn to the Irish hospitality 
industry in 2006. In recent years tax incentives have encouraged new entrants into the 
hospitality market at a time when the economy is looking uncertain. This has resulted in 
oversupply and inefficiencies in certain markets and locations resulting in the average profit 
margins being eroded. The manner in which the consumer purchases their Irish hospitality 
product therefore becomes crucial. Revenue for example spent needlessly on commission for 
intermediaries (e.g. CRS Central Reservation Systems, GDS Global Distribution Systems) 
where the consumer could book directly with the Irish hospitality provider is revenue 
completely wasted. The intermediation process involves a middleman handling the consumer 
for a fee. Currently almost al Irish hospitality providers have a website and can deal with 
online bookings therefore commissions to online intermediaries are unnecessary. 
 
 
Not enough literature exists to estimate accurately the intermediation cost to the Irish tourism 
industry but an estimate can be made using international research. Marcussen, (2006) 
estimates that 9% of the Irish Travel market was sold online. This figure is set to rise 
dramatically. eMarketer reports that by 2010 roughly 46 percent of total travel sales will be 
booked online (Grau, 2006). Failte Ireland (2007) estimate that 97% of airline / travel is 
decided online, 53% of accommodation, 21% of carhire and 2% is decided online. This 
calculates the online decision/spend at €1,740m. Airlines have all but eliminated intermediary 
Intermediation 
       
Provider  CRS/GDS  Travel Agent  Customer 
       
       
Disintermediation 
 
Figure 1 adapted from (Klein, Randolph & Selz, 2002) 
costs. “With commissions on flights now virtually non-existent, margins on hotel sales of 15 
per cent to 20 per cent are particularly attractive for the online operators” (Preston and 
Trunkfield, (2006). Up to 75% of non-chain hotel bookings are made through three website 
intermediaries, Expedia, hotels.com and Travelocity, who offer low net rates from hotels with 
mark-ups of 30%. Eliminating airlines from the above and using an average commission rate 
of 17.5%, this implies using international research figures an intermediary commission total 
for 2006 of €192m. This implies a leakage of 3.1% from the Irish tourism economy with  
€161m alone coming from the accommodation sector. Can consumers be channelled onto the 
providers site directly. The key bargaining tool Irish hotels have is location “A leisure traveler 
to Rome is more likely to look for a good hotel near the Coliseum, rather than going straight 
to a branded site”. Consumers also prefer to book directly with the supplier. “Forrester 
Research found that 69% of US leisure travellers prefer to buy online directly from a supplier 
while just 27% prefer to buy from intermediaries”, (Starkov & Price, 2004). Ryanair sells 
98% of its flights on Ryanair.com suggesting that consumers will purchase from any medium 
they are channelled into. Clearly this would involve all suppliers disintermediating, an 
unlikely scenario in a fragmented market. A guaranteed lowest price non profit charging 
website may be more appropriate and has worked in the united states. Orbitz, owned by 
American Airlines, United Air Lines, Continental Airlines, Delta Air Lines, and Northwest 
Airline offered a 33% reservation fee reduction in exchange for a guaranteed lowest fare price 
for Orbitz, the American Society of Travel Agents filed a complaint with the Department of 
Justice that this was in effect unfair price fixing. The U.S. Department of Transportation 
dismissed the complaint indicating that a communal site offering the lowest fares was 
perfectly legal, (Rosencrance, 2002). 
 
Methods  
In order to answer all the research questions this paper posed, three specific target populations 
were identified; those being offline Irish e-tourism consumers, online Irish e-tourism 
consumers and controlling stakeholders in the Irish e-tourism industry. It was decided the 
sample frame of Irish e-tourism consumers would be selected proportionately by nationality 
with the number of respondents questioned within each nationality based on the individual 
nationality’s contribution to the total 2006 Irish national tourism revenue. A total of 504 
respondents were targeted during the research. 304 offline Irish e-tourism consumers (one 
consumer for every €20m in annual tourism revenue), 100 online Irish e-tourism consumers 
and 100 controlling stakeholders of the Irish e-tourism industry. General managers / 
proprietors were selected as the controlling stakeholders of the Irish e-tourism industry and 
were selected randomly from their respective market segment in proportion to Irish national 
tourism revenue. The base statistics used were taken from government tourism figures (Fáilte 
Ireland, 2007). Three distinctive research processes were used for the different target 
populations. Offline Irish e-tourism consumers were given a verbal questionnaire targeting 
their pre-determined offline tourism decisions and their acceptance & adoption of the Internet 
medium. Online Irish e-tourism consumers were monitored for their online search & 
decisions and their control of the e-tourism process. Irish e-tourism industry stakeholders 
were interviewed by phone to assess their understanding of their own control factors and the 
financial implications for the Irish tourism industry. The questionnaires and interviews were 
pilot tested on a small number of respondents. All research was carried out completely by the 
author and all questions were fully answered or the questionnaire was discarded.  
 
Results 
The research clearly indicated that Irish e-tourism consumers have set behavioural norms 
around searching online. Table 1 indicates that some decisions are made prior to going online 
and are therefore uninfluenceable by the Internet, some are made while online and therefore 
should be targeted and some are made almost exclusively offline and therefore are pointless to 
be marketed online. Certain decisions are determined consciously prior to going online. 
Ireland was chosen by 66% of the respondents prior to going online, this drops to 48% for the 
region or county, dropping again to 34% when considering the town or street. Only 10% 
actually have selected to actual hotel they stayed in prior to going online. Other major factors 
selected prior to going online were the accommodation budget (47%), the quality or star 
rating of the intended hotel (37%), to stay with family or friends (33%) and the duration of the 
holiday (46%). Activities, sports, or business trips account for 29% of pre online searches. 
However the remaining areas were either not considered or were considered very little prior to 
going online. Attractions visited (9%), Sightseeing (13%), vehicle rental (13%) and 
restaurants (3%). Some activities are not chosen whatsoever prior to searching online such as 
public transport (0%), Bars (0%), Entertainment (0%), Activities (0%) and shopping (0%). 
 
 
 
 
 
 Table 1 Pre-online, online and non –online decisions 
 Selected prior 
to going online 
Selected 
online 
Not influenced 
whatsoever by the 
internet 
Decided 
offline 
Holiday duration 46% 18% 36% 82% 
Friends & family 33% 0% 67% 100% 
Quality of the hotel 37% 32% 31% 68% 
Accommodation budget 47% 16% 47% 84% 
The actual hotel 10% 45% 45% 55% 
The town or street 34% 41% 25% 59% 
The region or county 48% 21% 31% 79% 
Ireland as a destination 66% 3% 31% 97% 
Shopping 0% 4% 96% 96% 
Activities 0% 10% 90% 90% 
Entertainment 0% 15% 85% 85% 
Bars 0% 0% 100% 100% 
Restaurants 3% 3% 94% 97% 
Public transport 0% 10% 90% 90% 
Vehicle rental 13% 19% 68% 81% 
Sightseeing trips 13% 42% 45% 58% 
Attractions visited 9% 43% 43% 57% 
Sports business etc 29% 17% 48% 83% 
 
 
Respondents started from a neutral site and proceeded through to book their end holiday or 
trip. Table 2 shows that 74% began their search on a search engine. 22% began their search 
using an intermediary. These Intermediaries were not prompted and clearly a loyalty exists. 
4% began on websites that were either hotel websites or Hotel Group websites. 
 
 
Table 3 demonstrates that the vast majority or respondents when searching search engines 
only searched the first page. This was even true for second, third and forth searches. 89% of 
fourth searches were initiated from the first pages of results returned by the search engines. 
Table 2 Starting point online for finding Irish hospitality products 
 
Search engine Intermediary Direct 
74% 22% 4% 
 Respondents in table 4 choose from near the top of the page of results returned by the search 
engine. The top four entries represented 79% of pages selected by the respondents. 
 
 
Consumers demonstrated in table 5 that they are largely convenience driven stating that 97% 
would pay the price they found if paying their own money. 91% indicated they would trust 
the website they found. Some of the 13% who said no indicated they would ring the phone 
number on the website thus purchasing online through the Internet but using a different 
medium. An indication of the convenience requirement of consumers was where despite 97% 
being happy to pay the price on screen 98% indicated they would change loyalty if they found 
a lower price elsewhere. 97% demonstrated that their selection of destination is fixed and they 
will change website rather than change destination. 
 
 
Table 3 Search engine page selected 
 
 Page number 
Search number First Second Third 
First 99% 1% 0% 
Second 94% 6% 0% 
Third 93% 6% 1% 
Fourth 89% 9% 2% 
Table 4 Indirect v Direct finding of Irish hospitality websites 
 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 Page entry 
selected 16% 24% 21% 18% 7% 4% 5% 3% 1% 1% 
Table 5 Irish e-tourism consumer control factors 
 Yes No 
Were you paying your own money for the holiday, trip or break that you 
found today, would you think the price was acceptable?  97% 3% 
Would you trust this site enough to purchase online or book by ringing the 
number online? 91% 9% 
Would you stay loyal to this or another site if you thought you could get 
exactly the same holiday, trip or break cheaper elsewhere? 2% 98% 
In relation to the holiday, trip or break that you found today would you 
normally book it completely online (Yes) or book or pay for it in some other 
way (No)? 
87% 13% 
If there were no Irish holidays / trips or accommodation on the particular 
web site or sites that you are loyal to, would you look for a holiday in a 
different country? 
97% 3% 
The vast majority 85% of Irish e-tourism industry stakeholders indicated in table 6 that they 
would be willing to disintermediate from online travel agencies if there was a national 
strategy where they received all the commission. Only 15% said they would not be willing to 
disintermediate from online travel agents. 49% of hospitality providers said they would prefer 
if Fáilte Ireland were the controllers of a national strategy, 35% said that they would prefer if 
the Irish Hotel Federation ran the national strategy. 13% were in favour of both running a 
joint national strategy and only 3% felt that neither should run any national strategy. The 
majority (66%) believed that the members of the Irish Hotel Federation would not be willing 
to stick to the agreement. 34% did however believe that members would be able to stick to the 
agreement. The majority of providers (79%) believe that the respondent will book the hotel 
room directly with the hotel. 21% believed that the respondent would book indirectly with an 
intermediary. 
 
Table 6 Irish e-tourism industry control factors 
 Yes No Both 
Would you be willing to stop selling your rooms to travel 
intermediaries if you received 100% of the price generated on this 
site? 
85% 15%  
Would you prefer for there to be a national plan formulated by Fáilte 
Ireland (yes) or the Irish Hotel Federation (no) or both? 49% 35% 13% 
If such a plan were organised do you think that other Irish hoteliers 
would stick to this or do you think in time some individual hoteliers 
would start back using travel agents or intermediaries. 
34% 66%  
A test subject was given the name of your hotel and asked to book it 
over the Internet. Did they book it directly through your hotel’s 
website (yes) or did they book it through an online intermediaries 
(no) such as an Internet travel agent 
79% 21%  
 
In table 7 the industry very much under estimated the number of online sellers of their rooms 
with the majority reporting only 1 – 30 intermediaries were selling their rooms where the 
reality was that on average there was in excess of thirty intermediaries were selling their 
rooms online. 
 
Table 7 Irish e-tourism industry control factors 
When we inputted the name of your hotel and its location into www.google.com how 
many websites other than your own; did we find were selling your rooms online. 
 0 1 - 10 11 - 30 31 - 50 50+ 
Industry Estimate 1% 40% 35% 14% 10% 
Actual found 0% 1% 5% 55% 39% 
 
In table 8 hoteliers believed that their rooms were either the same price (66%) or cheaper on 
their own sites (33%), only 1% believed an intermediary was cheaper (the hotelier could 
name the online intermediary). Diligent searching found that a cheaper room price could be 
found (sometimes only 1% cheaper) could be found 70% of the time with 25% being the same 
price and in only 3% of cases the hotel’s website was cheaper. 
 
Table 8 Irish e-tourism industry control factors 
I searched the Internet looking for a web site that offered your hotel at a cheaper room rate 
than that offered by your hotel. Did I find? 
 Direct cheaper Intermediary cheaper Both the same 
Industry Estimate 33% 1% 66% 
Actual found 3% 70% 25% 
 
Table 9 is composed of research gathered from the offline Irish e-tourism consumers, online 
Irish e-tourism consumers and the controlling stakeholders of the Irish e-tourism industry. 
The figures indicate the estimated level of intermediation is less than that indicated in 
international research. It should be noted that the intermediation cost has increased 
substantially in recent years and will increase further in the near future. 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Table 9 Estimated Intermediary Costs for the Irish Tourism market 
Decided some 
reference to 
Online 
Decided Online Intermediaries Commission Irish Tourism 
Industry 
Constituents % % in 
€m 
% of 
Total 
% in 
€m 
% of 
Total 
€m of 
Total 
Intermediated 
market share 
Total 
amount 
Average 
rate 
Commission 
Paid in €m 
Bed & Board 32 1737.1 82.61% 1435.0 45% 645.8 58% 374.6 11.68% 43.8 
Other Food & 
Drink 33 1791.3 82.61% 1479.8 3% 44.4 0% 0 N/A 0 
Sightseeing / 
Entertainment 5 271.4 82.61% 224.2 43% 96.4 29% 28 11.68% 3.3 
Internal 
transport 10 542.8 82.61% 448.4 19% 85.2 60% 51.1 11.68% 6 
Shopping 15 814.2 82.61% 672.6 4% 26.9 0% 0 N/A 0 
Miscellaneous 5 271.4 82.61% 224.2 2% 4.5 0% 0 N/A 0 
Airlines  663 82.61% 547.7 100% 547.7 0% 0 N/A 0 
Totals 100 6,091.3 82.61% 5032.0 23.8% 1449.2 7.4% 453.6 11.68% 53 
      
 Total of Irish Tourism Decided Online €1,449.2m 2007 estimate of Intermediary Costs €53m 
Discussion and Implications  
Irish e-tourists were found to exhibit many of characteristics of the respondents of the 
secondary research noted in the literature review. These respondents were also noted to search 
using patterns synonymous with observed standardised online behaviour noted by Silverstein 
et al (1999). In line with findings in the literature (Travel Industry Association of America, 
2001), the Internet is becoming the tourism information search and purchasing medium of 
choice to Irish tourism consumers at the expense of other providers. Some interesting trends 
were noted in the research. The respondents indicated that they prefer to book directly with 
hotelier 97% of the time even though they only book directly 42% of the time and think they 
are booking directly 76% of the time. They even prefer the direct sellers website 68% of the 
time. While cost was stated to be a major concern of consumers they largely selected the 
accommodation they located easily. Very little price comparison was observed. Multiple 
searches by consumers prior to the selecting of the tourism products were mostly because of 
systems failures or the websites found not hosting a booking system. It was clear that 
consumers simply keep searching until they find a suitable product at a suitable price. Should 
the consumer not find a suitable hotel on an intermediary website they are loyal to; they will 
simply change their search method. These alternative search methods were shown to be more 
direct than intermediary oriented. 97% also stated that they would not purchase through the 
site they had found if they thought they could find the exact same product cheaper elsewhere. 
 
Conclusion 
The research indicates that consumers looking for Irish e-tourism products have very 
predictable search patters. Having a website located where the majority of these searchers 
book or make their purchase decision is the online equivalent of having a retail outlet on 
Grafton street. The majority of Irish e-tourism consumers (56%) have never been to Ireland 
before, they also have a higher than average total spend on Irish tourism products. Having not 
been to Ireland before they begin their search on a search engine using pre-determined 
decisions such as budget, number of passengers and holiday destination. Their search patterns 
are largely convenience driven and they mostly don’t search past the first page of the search 
engine using set key words based on their predetermined decisions. Once a product has been 
selected they will book based on the lowest price of a small number of sites. Irish e-tourism 
consumers would like to book directly with the supplier but will book through the site that 
they conveniently find. The website selected by the consumer whether it be an intermediary 
or direct supplier has a significant impact on the suppliers revenue with up to 30% going on 
commission if an intermediaries site is selected. Disintermediation of the Irish airline industry 
is now almost total and this research seems to indicate that disintermediation of the 
accommodation industry is equally possibly eliminating an unnecessary and unnoticed 
expense to the Irish e-tourism industry currently estimated at €53m and rising rapidly. This 
research envisages that a search engine optimisation strategy would disintermediate the vast 
majority of commission charging websites to the direct financial benefit of Irish tourism 
providers. This strategy could clearly be very straight forward if Irish tourism providers did 
not make Irish tourism products available to intermediaries. 
 
Recommendations for Future Research 
The search engine positioning of a tourism website has huge implications for Irish tourism 
industry providers. If “twin pages” with only one difference are constantly monitored in 
websites the difference can be assessed for its rating implications on the search engine 
involved. Research in this area would have huge commercial implications both within and 
outside the Irish hospitality industry. The Orbitz agreement to offer the lowest airfare on its 
website by intermediary commission reductions was found to be legally sound in the US 
courts. The implications of this test case are that this practice is most probably similarly 
legally sound in Ireland. Research should be conducted to access the legality of a similar 
strategy of complete disintermediation in Ireland. 
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